Early Childhood Development Program at Oromia
Regional State of Ethiopia

Policy Brief: A Call for Evidence Based Intervention and
Strengthen Multisectoral Coordination

Early Childhood Development (ECD) is crucial for a child's lifelong well-being. Despite its importance, many children in
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), including Ethiopia, face challenges in achieving optimal development.
Significant gaps remain in ECD services and majority of Ethiopian children were deprived of basic health care and lacked
proper nutrition. Particularly, children from rural areas and low-income houscholds are particularly vulnerable to

developmental delays and stunting; mainly due to poverty and limited capacity to provide quality ECD services.

Considering that Ethiopia has been implementing integrated initiatives to ensure the holistic development of children.
Similarly, Oromia Regional Sate recently designed a multisectoral ECD program and strategy towards the implementation
of concerted approaches used to establish and increase equitable access to quality ECD services. As part of the current
initiative, a baseline survey study was conducted from February 29 to April 4, 2024. Using mixed-methods approach; a
total of 3059 randomly selected houscholds; represented by one primary caregiver and under six children were
participated. The majority (80%) of them were from rural areas, with 53% in agrarian communities and 27% in pastoralist
communities while the remaining 20% represented urban settings. School-based observations, and key informant

interviews were conducted as part of the baseline survey assessment.

Opverall, the baseline study highlights the need for improvements in ECD services in Oromia Regional State where only a
portion of eligible children have access to preschool programs. Particularly, children from low-income housecholds,
especially in rural areas, have limited access to ECD services and there are disparities for home-based learning materials or
support to stimulate child development and learning. While there is an ECD policy in place, awareness and understanding
among stakeholders are limited and there is week community engagement, lack of effective coordination between different

government departments and agencies involved in ECD.

Therefore, this policy brief is developed based on the key finding of the baseline survey report and other supportive documents
which informed decision-making and targeted interventions to improve the lives of children. Overall, equitable access to
quality ECD services requires a multi-faceted approach and strong Multisectoral collaboration and coordination between

different stakeholders and governmental agencies involved in the program.
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Early Childhood Development (ECD) encompasses the cognitive, physical, language, emotional, and motor
development of children from conception to age eight. This critical period sets the foundation for lifelong learning and
participation, with poor childhood development potentially leading to long-term health, learning, and economic
issues. Despite the clear benefits of ECD, many children in Low-and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs) face
challenges in reaching their full potential. About 43% of children under five are at risk of suboptimal development due

to poverty, with stunting affecting over two-thirds of children in sub-Saharan Africa [1] .

Not only in Ethiopia and LMIC but many children in developing countries like the United States enter kindergarten
with limitations in their social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development that might have been significantly
diminished or eliminated through early identification and attention to child and family needs [2]. Related research
suggests, children who have better access to learning materials and are more stimulated by caretakers at home tend to
have stronger development and early learning outcomes including developing new skills [2-4]. In many of LMIC
including the study settings, children with disabilities and their families are confronted by barriers including
inadequate legislation and policies, inadequate services, and lack of accessible environments that often leading to

lifetime consequences [5-7].

Though there was previous initiatives and community-based pre-school program in rural Ethiopia and ECD program
faces substantial obstacles despite years of attention. That is not fully accessible and utilized mainly because of lack of
community awareness and poor governance failed to be sustaining the program [7, 8]. The sector is poorly organized,
and comprehensive evaluations are lacking, resulting in slow progress in improving access, equity, quality, and
relevance. Children from rural areas and low-income households are particularly vulnerable to developmental delays
and stunting[5, 9]. Previous studies provide valuable insights into the region’s ECD landscape and highlight the urgent

need for coordinated efforts across various sectors to enhance early childhood care in Oromia[7-9].

The national ECD policy framework introduced in 2019 aims to address these issues through a multisectoral
approach. However, challenges such as limited knowledge, inadequate funding, and insufficient data continue to
hinder effective implementation and impact. Oromia Regional State in Ethiopia has implemented integrated initiatives
to address these challenges. However, significant gaps remain in providing basic healthcare, nutrition, and ECD
services. By leveraging findings from recent baseline surveys, we aim to advocate for collaborative strategies that

effectively address the region's ECD needs and promote integrated solutions for improved outcomes [10].
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The context of ECD Service at Oromia Regional State

The findings of the bascline survey study and supportive documents, highlights the need for improvements in ECD services in
Oromia Regional State. Based on houschold assets and housing materials, a significant portion of pastoralists (69.1%) and
agrarian societies (49.1%), had significantly lower wealth indices compared to urban houscholds (8%). Because of those children
from rural areas and low-income households are more vulnerable to early childhood developmental delays and stunting. Several
significant gaps were identified and there is also disparity in terms of coverage and quality of ECD services including preschool

enrollment and access to learning materials.

Access for learning and Plying Materials: Only less than half of rural children, 43.7% of agrarian and 39.2% pastoralist,
communities have access to reading or teaching materials, compared to 62.2% in urban areas. Similarly, only 42.8% and 35.0%
of children from agrarian and pastoralist communities accessed stimulating and playing materials. Approximately one out of
every two children aged 4-6 is enrolled in preprimary school (PPS), with an overall enrollment rate of 51%. While preschool

enrollment was lower among children included from houscholds with low-wealth index (41.1%) and agrarian communities
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experiencing wasting, with pastoralist children
showing higher rates of malnutrition compared to

their urban and agrarian peers.

School Environment: In pre-primary schools,

only 16.6% of potable water supplies are treated, and

95% use pit latrines, with less than one out of three

adequate play areas and sufficient playing materials.
Similar opinions were forwarded from key interview

participants:

"If we consider urban development, the provision of playgrounds is essential. A key aspect is enhancing children's social skills through play,
fostering stronger relationships among them. Thergfore, designated playground areas within the city are important. It is crucial to allocate

land specifically for this purpose. Ensuring each community has access to equipped playgrounds is vital for the effectiveness of the ECD
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Policy Implications

The findings reveal significant gaps in the existing ECD service with significant disparities related to the
Socioeconomic status of households and livelihood communities. Where Children from low-income households,
especially in rural areas, only a portion of eligible children have access to preschool programs. This implies the need
for an increased investment in ECD Services and allocating more resources to improve access, quality, and equity
services. While an expanded ECD service required more public funding to Strengthen Early Childhood development
and Education (ECE) Systems. These may include technical support to upgrading pre-primary schools to provide
adequate facilities and establish comprehensive guidelines and standards for ECE programs to ensure quality and
consistency. However, access for quality ECD services may not entirely due to due to financial constraints, while the

Baseline survey findings and the existing context reflected.

= Limited home-based support: Families in rural areas may not have access to home-based learning materials

or support to stimulate child development.

— Inadequate utilization and managements of available resources: Although many pre-primary schools
lack necessary facilities and infrastructure, quality of classrooms and play areas can be improved through proper
management of available resources.

= Limited awareness and community engagement: While there is an ECD policy in place, awareness and

understanding among stakeholders may be limited.

= Lack of coordination: Effective coordination between different government departments and agencies
involved in ECD may be lacking.

There is a need to promote and use community supports, such as home visiting programs, quality early care and
education programs. Family support programs and early intervention services are important for addressing school
readiness and to improve the physical, social-emotional, and learning skills and performance of young children [11].
Studies shown a strong correlation between social-emotional development and school and life success, combined with
alarming rates of preschool expulsion, point toward the urgency of leveraging opportunities to support social-

emotional development and address behavioral concerns early [7, 11, 12].

ECD programs may not specifically design to address the needs of children from disadvantaged backgrounds, including
those in low-income households and rural areas. ECD planning and implementation should focus on addressing
Socioeconomic disparities while promoting nurturing Care Practices could play role to improve early childhood
nutritional status and linked to developmental delays. Development programs probably not support caregivers in
providing nurturing care practices who often have limited resources and access to home learning materials and
activities to stimulate child development. There is also a need for culturally acceptable and tailored interventions to

change negative attitudes and perceptions towards child caretaking practices in rural communities [10].
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Policy Recommendation: A call for action

In generally, the baseline survey suggested low coverage of ECD program and inequalities where majority of children
from rural societies have limited access for preschool service. Indeed, the study also identified potential challenges and
barriers of ECD program that include financial dependency, shortage of teaching materials (textbooks), inadequate
human resource, limited space and resources, low community engagement and lack of coordination among
stakeholders. Therefore, we suggest the following key recommendations to the regional government official and other
stakeholders involved in ECD program.

Enhance Resource Mobilization and Increased Investment:

¢ Increase public funding and allocate additional resources to improve access and quality of ECCE services

¢ Expand ECCD centers and increase preschool enrollment, especially for children from disadvantaged and
underserved areas.

Promoting Nurturing Care and Child Feeding Practices:

¢ There should be targeted interventions to change caregivers’ perceptions towards child caretaking practices

4 Provide technical support on nurturing care practices and nutritional education to support children's health
Provide Regular Capacity Building and Professional Development:

4 Provide ongoing training for preschool teachers on ECCE best practices and innovative approaches.
¢ Ensure that early learning standards and curriculum are widely understood and implemented

¢ Establish mentorship programs to support teachers in developing effective teaching strategies.
Establish Strong Community Engagement and Awareness creation:

¢ Government official and leaders should regularly advocate about the benefits of ECCE and foster ownership

through active community engagement and participation.
g y engag P p

¢ Implementing targeted awareness campaigns using community outreach, local and social media to build support
and ensure program sustainability

Strengthen Intersectoral Collaboration and Coordination

¢ The regional governmental officials should foster coordinated efforts among agencies involved in ECCE.
¢ ECD program should engage local communities during planning and implementation

¢ Enhance stakeholder awareness and understanding of ECCE policies, strategies, and objectives.

By implementing the above specific policy recommendations, the regional state can significantly improve the quality
and accessibility of ECCE services, leading to better developmental outcomes for children and a more equitable
society. While addressing these disparities requires a coordinated, multisectoral approach involving the Education

Bureau, Health Bureau, Women and Child Bureau, and other stakeholders.
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